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Although children often are encouraged to defend victims of bullying, social consequences for 
defenders are relatively unknown. The present study examined the protective effects of defender 
and bully status on social and victimization outcomes after defending. Participants (N = 222, 118 
male, age 10-14, Mage = 12.28 years) from six schools in South-western Ontario completed a 44-
item questionnaire in which they reported on bully-victim-defender relationships in their 
classroom. Polynomial regression with response surface analysis indicated that the status effects 
of multiple bullying roles provided information beyond the status effects of each individual role. 
When defender popularity exceeded bully popularity, bullies retaliated less against the defender. 
When the defender was better-liked than the bully, the defender gained friends and popularity. 
However, defenders did not deter future victimization of the victim. These results point to the 
importance of relative status in protecting defenders, and indicate that other strategies are needed 
to protect victims. 
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Summary for Lay Audiences 
Bullying is a social problem that affects millions of children worldwide; up to 20% of children 
and adolescents report frequent victimization. Although researchers and educators have 
attempted to reduce bullying, success rates are modest. Observations in the classroom and the 
schoolyard show that when children stick up for victims of bullying, bullying often stop quickly. 
As a result, recent interventions encourage children to stand up for—or defend—their peers. 
However, little is known about whether defenders are successful at deterring bullying long-term, 
if there are negative (or positive) social consequences for defenders, and if these outcomes vary 
depending on the social status of defenders and bullies in the classroom. The present study aimed 
to assess social and victimization consequences for defenders, and determine whether high-status 
defenders are more successful at stopping bullying than low-status defenders. Additionally, the 
defender’s status relative to the bully’s status was assessed to see if defenders who were more 
popular or better-liked than the bully would experience more positive and fewer negative 
outcomes, and whether they would more successfully protect victims. Findings indicated that 
defenders who were more popular than the bully were safer from retaliation from the bully, and 
defenders who were better-liked than the bully made more new friends and became more popular 
as a result of their defending behaviour. However, regardless of status, defenders were not very 
effective at preventing future victimization of the victim. These results showed that status of the 
defender matters for defending outcomes, and importantly, that the status of the bully and 
defender together provide more information than status of these individuals alone. The mixed 
results regarding defender and victim outcomes suggest that we should be wary of encouraging 
all peers to defend; if some children suffer social losses and potential victimization for standing 
up to bullies, efforts should be made to develop alternative strategies.  
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Bullying, defined as repeated aggressive behaviour in which someone attacks, humiliates, or 
excludes a relatively powerless other (Olweus, 1991), is one of the most troubling social 
problems currently facing schools. In Canada, one in nine 11- to 15-year-olds reports chronic 
victimization by peers (Molcho et al., 2009). Bullying is prevalent among children and 
adolescents worldwide, and can lead to significant social, emotional, physical, and psychological 
consequences for victims (Roland, 2002; Wolke, Copeland, Angold & Costello, 2013). Given the 
prominence of bullying, numerous intervention programs have been initiated worldwide to 
combat bullying and reduce adverse effects for victims. 
1.1 Combatting Bullying 
Overall, anti-bullying programs have not been tremendously successful; many are ineffective, 
while even the best are often inconsistent between age groups and only show about a 20% 
reduction in bullying (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). Because observational research has shown that 
defenders (peers who tell the bully to stop, notify an adult, or comfort the victim) stop bullying 
incidents in a majority of cases when they stand up to the bully (Hawkins, Pepler & Craig, 2001), 
many recent anti-bullying programs have focused on getting bystanders to intervene. However, 
these bystander intervention programs have not been tremendously successful either. The largest 
one—the KiVa program from Finland (Salmivalli, Karna & Poskiparta, 2011)—only showed 
small significant positive results in Grades 1 to 6; the program had little effect in Grades 7 to 9 
(Salmivalli & Poskiparta, 2012). A meta-analysis of all bystander intervention anti-bullying 
programs by Polanin, Espelage, and Pigott (2012) showed similar findings; although these 




programs often increased rates of bystander intervention by up to 20% (Hedges’s g = .20, p < 
.001), this did not always lead to a significant reduction in overall victimization.  
 In addition to being relatively ineffective, there is another potential problem with 
encouraging peers to intervene in bullying situations: children often do not want to. Many 
children worry that thwarting the bullying could lead to retaliation, which has been shown to 
occur (Huitsing, Snijders, van Duijn & Veenstra, 2014). Children also want to distance 
themselves from unpopular victims (Juvonen & Galvan, 2008). Furthermore, many forms of 
bullying are verbal or relational, which can be perceived by bystanders as less harmful (Rivers & 
Smith, 1994) or even playful (Terasajho & Salmivalli, 2003).  
Although defenders can stop individual incidents of bullying in the moment (Hawkins et 
al., 2001), and reduce overall rates of bullying in some populations (Karna et al., 2011), little 
systematic research has examined whether defenders actually prevent future victimization for 
those they defend, or if defenders suffer negative consequences for their actions. The modest 
effects of bystander intervention programs suggest that many defenders do not successfully 
prevent persistent victimization, even when the rate of defending increases (Polanin et al., 2012). 
Therein lies the problem: it is difficult to justify promoting defending without fully 
understanding the consequences to those involved. 
1.2 Defender and Victim Outcomes 
The social consequences of defending have received very little attention in the developmental 
and educational psychology research spheres. Three questions have been (briefly) investigated in 
the literature thus far, but all need closer examination. The first— “does defending prevent future 
bullying of the victim?”— has been examined from a general perspective in bystander 
intervention programs such as KiVa (Karna et al., 2011). Findings show that while increasing 




defending can sometimes reduce overall rates of bullying, it is a relatively ineffective strategy 
(Karna et al., 2011). 
The second question—“are defenders later victimized themselves?”—was first examined 
by Huitsing et al. (2014) in a group of 7- to 11-year-old children. They proposed the so-called 
retaliation hypothesis, which suggests that defenders are at risk of being targeted by the bully 
they stand up to. Their findings show that some defenders indeed suffer victimization at the 
hands of the bullies they oppose. However, Meter and Card (2015) found that victimization of 
peers who defended victims of bullying decreased over time in an older sample (Grades 6 and 7). 
These conflicting findings suggest that victimization outcomes for defenders are not uniform.  
The third question—“do defenders experience negative or positive social relationship 
consequences for defending?”—has shown mixed findings as well. Van der Ploeg, Kretschmer, 
Salmivalli, and Veenstra (2017) found that defenders increased in popularity over time, but 
Meter and Card (2015) showed that some defenders became less-liked within the class after 
defending. The present study aimed to account for these mixed findings by examining the effects 
of defender characteristics on social outcomes of defending. Specifically, the effects of two types 
of defender status, popularity and liking within the classroom, on outcomes for victims and 
defenders were assessed. Examining the role of status in defending may help to reveal 
characteristics of children best placed to defend victimized peers in the classroom.  
1.3 Status in Bullying, Victimization, and Defending 
Status is an important factor when examining bullying in late childhood and early adolescence, 
because it is one of the driving forces that guide children’s—and especially bullies’—actions 
(Salmivalli, 2010; Sijtsema, Veenstra, Lindenberg & Salmivalli, 2009). At this age, one’s place 
within the classroom hierarchy is of great importance, as it relates to prominence, influence, 




resources, and friendships (Hawley, 2003). However, researchers have been quite inconsistent 
when discussing status over the years. Early researchers focused exclusively on “popularity”, 
defined differently by different fields: developmental psychologists thought of popular children 
as likable, prosocial, and helpful (Newcomb, Bukowski, & Pattee, 1993), whereas sociologists 
thought of popular children as cool, socially powerful, and often aggressive (see Cillessen & 
Rose, 2005, for a review).  
The dual-systems model of status suggests that there are two primary status components 
on which members of peer groups vary: popularity and liking (Cillessen, 2008). Popularity refers 
to power in the peer group, and is reflected by social visibility, influence, and dominance (Lease, 
Musgrove & Axelrod, 2002; Parkhurst & Hopmeyer, 1998). Popularity has also been 
conceptualized as a vertical construct, with more popular individuals positioned above less 
popular peers in the class hierarchy (Anderson, Hildreth & Howland, 2015). Liking is a measure 
of positive affect toward a child (Cillessen, 2008). It can be conceptualized as a horizontal 
construct, referring to social belonging and encompassing relational value rather than power 
(Anderson, Hildreth & Howland, 2015). Empirical findings support the idea that popularity and 
liking are correlated but ultimately distinct indicators of social status (e.g., Lafontana & 
Cillessen, 1999; Lease et al., 2002; Parkhurst & Hopmeyer, 1998). In the present study, 
popularity and liking were considered as two indicators of social status with different 
characteristics and outcomes.  
Research has shown that bullying, victimization, and defending are related to popularity, 
liking, or both. Bullies are often popular, but some are liked and some disliked (de Bruyn, 
Cillessen & Wissink, 2010; Sainio, Veenstra, Huitsing & Salmivalli, 2010). Overtly aggressive 
bullies (especially boys) can be unpopular (Rodkin & Berger, 2008), and bully-victims 




(individuals who are simultaneously bullies and victims) are low in popularity and liking with 
the worst outcomes of any bullying role (Postigo, Gonzalez, Mateu & Montoya, 2012). Bullies 
who employ the bi-strategic method of obtaining resources (Hawley, 2003) can be well-liked; 
these individuals are socially skilled and use a combination of coercive and prosocial behaviours 
to rise up the classroom hierarchy. Finally, Vaillancourt and Hymel (2006) showed that bullies 
who possessed traits that were highly desirable and valued (such as physical attractiveness) were 
judged less harshly by peers. These findings suggest that although some bullies are disliked, their 
general classroom popularity and likeability can be relatively high (Rodkin & Berger, 2008).  
Victims, unfortunately, tend to be neither popular nor well-liked (de Bruyn et al., 2011; 
Sainio et al., 2011). As with bullies, though, there can be variability. Popular victims can be 
targeted by bullies who wish to challenge them for position on the social hierarchy. Andrews, 
Hanish, Updegraff, Martin, and Santos (2016) describe these individuals as high prestige victims 
who are both well-liked and popular, but suffer victimization at the hands of a bully who may 
also be well-liked and popular. 
Defenders as a group tend to be both popular and well-liked (de Bruyn et al., 2011; 
Sainio et al., 2011). However, as with bullies and victims, defenders can also be low in status. 
Huitsing et al. (2014) showed that victims often defend each other, and these victim-defenders 
are likely not popular or well-liked. Similarly, Huitsing et al. (2014) showed that victims’ friends 
often defend them. Because friends tend to be relatively similar in status (Rose, Swenson & 
Carlson, 2004), friends who defend unpopular and disliked victims are likely to be unpopular and 
disliked themselves.  
Although status has been related to bullying roles, no study thus far has examined 
differences in outcomes of defending as a function of popularity or liking. Bullying is a 




phenomenon based on power dynamics, and has increasingly been viewed as involving social 
relationships and peer group dynamics rather than just discrete individuals (e.g., Duffy, Penn, 
Nesdale & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2016; Huitsing et al., 2014; Salmivalli, 2011). For example, it has 
been suggested that bullying is a way for children to increase their class standing or to overtake 
another peer on the social hierarchy (Andrews et al., 2016; Pellegrini & Long, 2010), and 
bullying usually occurs in the presence of other peers, many of whom—consciously or 
otherwise—help or encourage the bully (Salmivalli, 2010). In the present study, relative status 
(the discrepancy between defender popularity or liking and bully popularity or liking), in 
addition to absolute defender and bully status, was assessed to better account for the social nature 
of defending and outcomes of defending. Relative status could account for individual variation in 
status among bully-defender dyads, and explain the inconsistent findings in previous literature.  
1.4 Relative Popularity and Power Dynamics in Defender-Bully 
Relationships 
The power dynamics involved in bully-victim-defender relationships can be viewed from a norm 
enforcement perspective. Coleman (1990) outlined the ways in which powerful and highly 
dominant group members: (a) are less constrained by norms; (b) enforce norms to preserve the 
existing social structure; and (c) suffer little cost by imposing sanctions upon low-status 
members. The norm enforcement framework provides a strong theoretical explanation for why 
defending is a risky prospect for less popular peers. Those at the top control the most resources, 
and are therefore the most dominant and influential. Following from Coleman (1990), these 
highly popular individuals set and enforce the social norms under which the group operates; 
because they have incentives to remain at the top and control the most resources, they impose 
sanctions upon lower-status violators to prevent social mobility. 




Bullying is a power-based process in which a more powerful individual picks on a lower-
status individual (Olweus, 1991). Bullying is also viewed as a normative process by late 
elementary school, meaning that children at this age consider bullying a normal part of life, 
sanctioned (at least to some extent) by social norms (Gendron, Williams & Guerra, 2011). Thus, 
defending can be viewed as a violation of norms and a challenge to the power of the bully. If the 
bully is more popular than the defender, this challenge threatens the bully’s position on the status 
hierarchy, and by extension, his or her control of resources. The bully would then be motivated 
to enforce the norm (bullying the victim) and impose sanctions on the defender to prevent any 
change in social status. Following from norm enforcement theory (Coleman, 1990), defenders 
may need to be higher in popularity than the bully to be successful in challenging a norm 
(bullying) without consequences. Thus, defenders who are higher in popularity than the bully 
may suffer less retaliation, as they hold more power and resources within the classroom.  
Hodges, Malone, and Perry (1997) showed that having a powerful friend is protective 
against victimization, so it seems likely that defenders high in popularity could prevent future 
victimization. However, Garandeau, Lee, and Salmivalli (2014) showed that popular bullies were 
more resistant to anti-bullying interventions than low- or moderately-popular bullies. If it is more 
difficult to dissuade popular bullies from bullying, a popular defender may not prevent future 
victimization. The defender may have to be more popular than the bully to successfully get him 
or her to stop. As with retaliation, the defender’s popularity relative to the bully’s popularity 
should be a better predictor of continued victimization outcomes than the defender’s popularity 
alone. 
Although relative defender-bully popularity was expected to be protective for defenders 
and victims, it was not expected to predict social relationship outcomes for defenders, such as 




gains or losses of friends and popularity. Popularity is a measure of power, visibility, and 
dominance, and is very influential within the classroom. However, acts of defending performed 
by popular defenders would not necessarily signal general virtues such as honesty, 
cooperativeness, and kindness that make one sought-after as a close friend (Lease et al., 2002; 
Parkhurst & Hopmeyer, 1998). In children with developmental disabilities, Siperstein, Widaman, 
and Leffert (1996) found that class-wide perception of prosociality (i.e., one’s reputation as a 
prosocial individual) predicted an individual’s acceptance within the class better than observed 
prosocial behaviours. This same principle could apply here: an individual’s isolated instances of 
prosociality (defending) would not lead to the same social benefits as one’s reputation as a 
prosocial individual. Similarly, being unpopular does not necessarily mean that an individual 
does not possess prosocial traits or a prosocial reputation. Instead, relative liking, which signals 
prosocial traits that are valued for close reciprocal friendships (Berndt, 2002), was expected to 
predict changes in social outcomes.  
1.5 Relative Liking in Defender-Bully Relationships 
Liking is not related to social power, dominance, or influence; instead, it is a measure of peers’ 
positive feelings toward an individual (Cillessen, 2008). Liking is associated with friendship, 
especially high-quality friendships (Berndt, 2002; Bukowski, Pizzamiglio, Newcomb & Hoza, 
1996). Researchers have theorized that high-quality friendships—characterized by mutual liking, 
companionship, and low levels of interpersonal conflict—are important for social development 
(Sullivan, 1953), and are highly valued by children and adolescents (Berndt, 2002). Very well-
liked individuals are prosocial, kind, cooperative, and honest (Parkhurst & Hopmeyer, 1998), 
making them highly desirable friends.  




 Because defending is prosocial, and prosociality is related to friendships, defending (a 
display of prosociality) might be expected to naturally lead to social relationship gains, as was 
hypothesized and found by van der Ploeg et al. (2017). However, there seems to be a 
disconnection between these findings and children’s perceptions of social outcomes. Research 
has shown that many children are afraid of negative social relationship consequences for 
defending. One qualitative study showed that some bystanders are afraid that “the people may 
turn on [him/her]” (Rigby & Johnson, 2005). Another pair of studies demonstrated that fear of 
social blunders (and the ensuing social costs) is a reason for non-defending (Thornberg, 2007; 
Thornberg, 2010). Additionally, an empirical study showed different findings from those of van 
der Ploeg et al. (2017): Meter and Card (2015) found that defending led to a decrease in liking by 
peers over time. 
The present study used relative liking (i.e., the discrepancy between defender liking and 
bully liking) to address the mixed findings regarding social outcomes for defenders. When there 
is a mismatch in the liking of the defender and the bully, peers may support the better-liked 
individual. Children may see the better-liked peer—who likely possesses more prosocial traits—
as a more attractive potential friend, and may choose to associate with him or her after the 
conflict ends. Although bullying is an aggressive behaviour and defending is a prosocial 
behaviour, a better-liked bully may win over peers during a conflict with a less-liked child. 
Bullies can be quite well-liked, as counter-intuitive as this seems: bullies who possess socially 
desirable traits such as being funny or attractive are often well-liked (Vaillancourt & Hymel, 
2006), and bi-strategic bullies are often very socially skilled (Hawley, 2003). Thus, a less-liked 
defender may lose friends and social standing, whereas a better-liked defender may make new 




friends and social connections. In the present study, it was expected that relative defender liking 
would be a better predictor of social relationship outcomes than absolute defender liking. 
It was not expected that relative liking would predict continued or retaliatory 
victimization. Liking is negatively correlated with social dominance, and most well-liked 
children are average rather than high in popularity (Parkhurst & Hopmeyer, 1998). Because well-
liked children are often prosocial and rarely aggressive, they lack the means (dominance, 
influence) to climb to the top of the social hierarchy. Well-liked children are also judged by 
peers to be easier to push around than their popular counterparts (Parkhurst & Hopmeyer, 1998). 
Without the social power that comes with popularity, dominance, and influence within the 
classroom, it was not expected that relative liking would predict deterrence of victimization or 
retaliation. 
1.6 Present Study 
The primary purpose of the present study was to determine whether combinations of status 
variables (i.e., both defender and bully status) would help to reconcile conflicting results 
regarding the social aftermath of defending (Huitsing et al., 2014; Meter & Card, 2015; van der 
Ploeg et al., 2017). The effects of defender and bully popularity, relative popularity (discrepancy 
between defender and bully popularity), defender and bully liking, and relative liking 
(discrepancy between defender and bully liking) were contrasted in the prediction of two types of 
outcomes. Victimization outcomes included retaliatory victimization against the defender and 
continued victimization of the victim, and relationship outcomes included gains and losses of 
friendship and popularity for the defender.  
Analyses were conducted using polynomial regression and response surface analysis 
(RSA), which simultaneously assesses absolute contributions of bully and defender popularity or 




liking, linear relationships between these status variables, and curvilinear relationships between 
them. This methodology is most often used in business and organizational psychology fields 
(e.g., Edwards & Parry, 1993; Shanock, Baran, Gentry, Pattison, & Heggestad, 2010), but has 
crept into the social (Barranti, Carlson, & Cote, 2017) and developmental (Human, Dirks, 
DeLongis, & Chen, 2016; Laird & Reyes, 2012) psychology fields recently. Polynomial 
regression with RSA is viewed in the organizational literature as an improvement over other 
methods often used to assess the impact of two related IVs on a DV, such as difference scores, 
moderated regressions, or residual scores (Barranti et al., 2017; Edwards, 1994; Edwards & 
Parry, 1993; Laird & Reyes, 2012; Shanock et al., 2010).  
Difference scores are the most widely-used method to assess the congruence or 
discrepancy between two variables, but they suffer from several methodological problems.  
(Edwards, 1994). Difference scores conceal the relative contribution of each item; by 
algebraically combining two variables, there is a risk that one of the variables explains all of the 
variance, but that the variance is misattributed to a combination of variables (Edwards, 1994). 
For example, bully popularity could be a strong significant predictor of the outcome while 
defender popularity has no relationship to the outcome. Although the difference between the two 
variables may predict the outcome, bully popularity here would account for nearly all of the 
variance. Using difference scores would obscure valuable information about the individual 
contribution of each variable. Additionally, if two variables are predictors in the same direction 
(i.e., both positive or negative), this would not be shown in a difference score that subtracts one 
variable from another (Shanock et al., 2010). For example, if bully popularity and defender 
popularity were each 5 out of 5 for a given Bully-Defender pair, their difference score (0) would 
be the same as a Bully-Defender pair each with a popularity score of 1. Again, information is lost 




about the individual variables themselves; although the difference for the two pairs is the same, 
defending and its consequences may not operate the same way for very popular and very 
unpopular pairs.  
Instead of calculating the difference between two variables of interest (e.g., defender 
minus bully popularity), and using that difference score as a predictor in a multiple linear 
regression, polynomial regressions use both scores, an interaction term (e.g., bully popularity x 
defender popularity), and two polynomial terms (e.g., bully popularity squared, and defender 
popularity squared). Polynomial regression with RSA allows for the testing of individual 
variable effects and several potential combined effects (including difference) in one analysis 
without any loss of information. 
 An advantage of using polynomial regression over difference scores is illustrated in the 
following example. Using bully and defender popularity as an example, a D-B pair with 
popularity scores of 5 and 4, respectively, would have the same difference score (+1) as a D-B 
pair with popularity scores of 2 and 1. This does not allow for tests to see if outcomes are 
different depending on the absolute scores of the individuals involved. Polynomial regression 
with RSA avoids this problem, and allows for the testing of the same hypotheses while also 
providing additional information (such as three-dimensional plots, curvilinear relationships, and 
other potentially interesting combined variable effects).  
Questionnaires regarding bully-victim-defender triads within classrooms were 
administered to children in Grades 5 through 8. Children reported on the friendships, group 
membership, popularity, and liking of members of up to three bully-victim-defender triads, as 
well as outcomes for the defenders (retaliation, gain/loss of friends/popularity, loss of group) and 
victims (continued victimization).  





Three main hypotheses were tested in the present study. First, relative popularity was expected to 
predict victimization outcomes, but not social relationship outcomes. Specifically, when the 
defender was more popular than the bully, defenders were expected to experience less retaliation 
from the bully, and victims were expected to experience less re-victimization. Second, relative 
liking was expected to predict social relationship outcomes, but not victimization outcomes. 
Defender who were better liked than the bully were expected to gain friends and popularity, 
whereas those who were liked less than the bully were expected to lose friends, lose peer group 
membership, and lose popularity. Finally, for all hypotheses, relative defender-bully status was 
expected to predict outcomes over and above absolute defender status and absolute bully status.  
Gender and age differences have been observed in bullying research. For example, girls 
tend to defend more than boys, and boys are victimized more than girls (Rodkin & Berger, 
2008). Bullying peaks in late childhood and early adolescence and then decreases (Carney & 
Merrell, 2001). However, there was no strong theoretical or empirical reason to expect that 
defender and victim outcomes would differ based on gender or age. Nevertheless, gender and 
grade were included as control variables in all analyses. 
In addition to tests of the main hypotheses, exploratory analyses were conducted to see if 
victim status variables (absolute and relative to the bully) predicted social outcomes for the 
defender, retaliation against the defender, or continued victimization of the victim. No 
predictions were made for these analyses, but given the small body of existing literature in this 
area, these exploratory analyses were intended to provide additional information regarding the 
predictive value of the status of another key player in the bully-victim-defender triad. It was of 
interest to determine if the person being defended influenced the defender’s safety or success. 




While the primary focus of the present paper was “who can safely defend?”, “who can be safely 




Participants (n = 222; 118 male) were children in Grades 5 to 8 (ages 10-14, Mage = 12.28 years), 
relatively evenly distributed across grade (min 21.8%, max 29.5%). Children were students at 6 
schools (19 classes) in South-western Ontario. The sample was predominantly White (71.2%), 
with no other ethnicity representing more than 5% of the sample. The majority of the sample 
lived with both parents in one home (64.3%). After receiving NMREB approval (see Appendix 
A), consent forms (see Appendix B) and child assent forms (see Appendix C) were sent home to 
students prior to conducting the study. Classroom participation rates ranged from 23% to 86%. 
2.2 Procedure 
Consent was obtained from the school board in September 2017, and the lead researcher (the 
author) and the project supervisor met with the principals of schools who were interested in 
participating in the study. Together, they reviewed all materials and addressed any questions or 
concerns. Principals then approached teachers to gain their consent for their class’s participation 
in the study. Participants were initially approached in the fall of 2017 (October and November), 
class by class, by the lead researcher and a research assistant during a 10-minute presentation 
(See Appendix D) to introduce the children and teachers to the project. The presentation outlined 
details of the study, including the timeline for testing, the types of questions the participants 
would be asked, and information about the anonymity and privacy of their answers. Parent 
information and consent letters, along with student assent forms, were handed out to the students 




to be signed by both the participants and their parents, and the research team returned at a later 
date to collect completed consent forms.  
The original project involved use of a questionnaire that would have allowed participants 
to name members of bully-victim-defender triads. Unfortunately, likely due to the sensitive 
nature of bullying in schools, many children were reluctant to participate in a study that asked 
them to identify others and be identified themselves. Only three of 19 classes met the 70% 
participation threshold, so the study materials had to be revised. The researchers developed a 
questionnaire that asked many of the same questions as originally intended, but did not ask 
participants to identify bullies, victims, and defenders within their classroom.  
Participants completed the questionnaire in their classrooms in a 20-min (average) 
session in March or April, 2018. Students were given a privacy screen so no one could see their 
answers. Participants received a questionnaire, an ID number, and lists of possible answers for 
certain questions (e.g., types of bullying). A researcher read the instructions and each question 
aloud as the students followed along and answered, with another researcher circulating to answer 
questions privately. Students were given as much time as they wanted to avoid rushing slower 
readers. Children were given the opportunity to complete a questionnaire on two additional 
bully-victim relationships if they wished. At the end of the school year, researchers returned to 
the schools to share preliminary findings with the students, teachers, and principals; at this time, 
participants and teachers were compensated with a $10 Tim Horton’s gift card for their 
participation. 
2.3 Materials 
2.3.1 Demographic questionnaire  




The demographic questionnaire (see Appendix E) asked participants to report their gender, 
grade, ethnicity, and family living situation. Demographic information can be found in Table 1.  
2.3.2 Bully-victim-defender relationships 
The Classroom Bullying Relationship Report (44 items; see Appendix F) was created for this 
study. First, the definition of bullying developed by Olweus (1991) was provided to ensure that 
everyone was operating with the same knowledge. Children then were asked to think about a 
bully-victim relationship in their class and answer several questions about it. For the purposes of 
the present study, data from 18 questions were used. Participants first reported on characteristics 
of the bully and victim (e.g., gender), and the relationship between the bully and victim (e.g., 
friend, non-friend), as well as reasons for and types of bullying, the latter permitting unlimited 
selections from the lists provided. They then reported on the gender of the defender, types of 
defending, and relationship of the defender to the bully and victim, if applicable. Next, 
participants indicated their own relationships with the bully, victim, and defender (self, friend, 
nonfriend, enemy). They then rated the popularity and liking of each individual in the triad on a 
5-point Likert scale from “very unpopular/disliked” to “very popular/well-liked”. Finally, the 
children reported on  victimization outcomes for the defender and the victim (“did the defender 
pick on the victim again?”; “did the bully pick on the defender?”), and social outcomes for the 
defender (“did the defender gain/lose popularity after defending?”; “did the defender gain/lose 
friends after defending?”; “did the defender lose his/her group?”) using a 3-point Likert scale 
from “not at all” to “totally/a lot”. Principal component analysis conducted on the five 
relationship outcome items (see Results, 3.2 below) revealed two social relationship factors: 
positive social outcomes (2 items) and negative social outcomes (3 items). Items within these 




groupings were averaged to form two relationship outcome scores, one positive (α = .82) and one 
negative (α = .69). 
2.4 Polynomial Regression with Response Surface Analysis 
Polynomial regressions with response surface analysis (RSA) were run to test each hypothesis. 
Generally, this technique is used to test how combinations of predictor variables, measured on 
the same scale, relate to an outcome variable (Shanock et al., 2010). The mechanics are as 
follows. First, the interaction term and polynomial terms are computed and entered into a 
multiple regression along with the original variables. Next, to conduct the response surface 
analysis, unstandardized β and standard errors for each of the five terms are entered into a series 
of equations, generating four outputs. The present study uses a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet 
made publicly available by Shanock et al. (2010) to perform these calculations. For more 
information on the RSA equations and calculations, see Edwards and Parry (1993), Edwards 
(2007), and Shanock et al. (2010).  
 RSA outputs four values that examine three qualities of the relationship between the two 
variables of interest (e.g., defender popularity and bully popularity). The first quality relates to 
the agreement between the two variables: the changes in the DV (e.g., retaliation against the 
defender) based on the level of the IVs when the IVs are in agreement (i.e., when bully and 
defender popularity are the same). The first output value (a1) describes the linear relationship 
between the two IVs. Figure 1 shows the output of an RSA using artificial data to demonstrate 
the relationship (Figures 2 through 4 also use artificial data). A positive and significant a1 would 
indicate that as both bully and defender popularity increase, so does retaliation against the 
defender; a negative and significant a1 would indicate that as both bully (bully.pop) and defender 
popularity (def.pop) increase, retaliation decreases. Figure 1 shows a view along the line of 




agreement (the dotted line). As you move from left to right along the line of agreement (i.e., 
from def.pop = -2/bully.pop = -2 to def.pop = +2/bully.pop = +2), retaliation increases, showing 
a positive and significant linear relationship between bully and defender popularity and 
retaliation (significant positive a1). 
The second output value (a2) describes the curvilinear relationship based on agreement 
between the two IVs (e.g., def.pop and bully.pop). A positive and significant a2 would indicate 
that as both def.pop and bully.pop deviate from 0 (either positively or negatively), retaliation 
increases. A negative and significant a2 would indicate that as both def.pop and bully.pop deviate 
from 0, retaliation decreases. Figure 2 shows a view along the line of agreement: retaliation 
increases as def.pop and bully.pop depart from 0 (either positively or negatively), showing a 
positive and significant curvilinear relationship (significant positive a2).  
 Of primary interest to the current study, the second quality of the relationship between 
the two IVs is how the direction of discrepancy is related to the outcome variable: the changes in 
the DV based on which IV is greater when there is a discrepancy between the two IVs (see 
Figure 3). A positive and significant a3 would indicate that retaliation increases as def.pop 
increases relative to bully.pop. A negative and significant a3 would indicate that retaliation 
decreases as def.pop increases relative to bully.pop. Figure 3 shows a view along the line of 
discrepancy (the solid line). As you move from left to right along the line of discrepancy (i.e., 
from def.pop = -2/bully.pop = +2 to def.pop = +2/bully.pop = -2), retaliation decreases, 
indicating a negative and significant linear relationship. This means that as def.pop approaches 
and then exceeds bully.pop, retaliation decreases (significant negative a3). Note that for Figures 3 
and 4, the axes are different from those in Figures 1 and 2. This is because the surface chart is 




rotated 90 degrees clockwise in order to view along the line of discrepancy rather than the line of 
agreement.  
The third quality of the relationship between the two IVs is how the degree of 
discrepancy between the two IVs is related to the outcome variable: the changes in the DV based 
on how large the difference is between the two IVs. A positive and significant a4 would indicate 
that as the absolute difference between def.pop and bully.pop increases (either positively or 
negatively), retaliation increases. A negative and significant a4 would indicate that as the 
absolute difference between def.pop and bully.pop increases, retaliation decreases. Figure 4 
shows a view along the line of discrepancy. As you move away from the centre of the line of 
discrepancy (where it crosses the line of agreement), the discrepancy between def.pop and 
bully.pop increases. On the left side, bully.pop > def.pop, and on the right side, def.pop > 
bully.pop. As you move away from the center of the line, in either direction, retaliation 
decreases, indicating a negative and significant curvilinear relationship (significant negative a4). 
Chapter 3 
3 Results  
This section includes four subsections: Descriptive Statistics, Principal Component Analysis, 
Hypotheses Testing, and Exploratory Analyses. The first subsection includes descriptive 
information about the bullies, victims, and defenders; the types of and reasons for bullying; types 
of defending and reasons for non-defending; and outcomes of defending. The second subsection 
reports the results of the factor analysis that led to construction of the two social outcome 
variables (positive and negative). The third subsection reports findings from the polynomial 
regressions and RSAs that were run to test the primary hypotheses. The final subsection contains 
the results of exploratory analyses run on victim-bully status variables. Only the first bully-




victim-defender relationship described by the children was included in the analyses because few 
children (n = 44, or 20%) reported on more than one relationship. 
3.1 Descriptive Statistics 
Any analyses involving defenders included only participants who reported a defender (n = 140). 
Analyses involving pairwise comparisons used Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons. 
3.1.1 Presence of a defender 
A defender was present in 66% of reported bullying cases. A 2 (Defender, No Defender) x 2 
(Role: Bully, Victim) split-plot analysis of variance (ANOVA) for popularity showed a 
significant main effect of role, with bullies (M = 3.55, SD = 1.20) being perceived as more 
popular than victims (M = 2.76, SD = 1.27), F(1, 207) = 50.83, p < .001. There also was a 
significant interaction between role (bully and victim) and the presence of a defender, F(1, 207) 
= 13.90, p < .001. When there was a defender, bullies were rated as less popular (M = 3.41, SD = 
1.20) than when there was no defender (M = 3.82, SD = 1.18), and victims were rated as more 
popular (M = 2.96, SD = 1.23) than when there was no defender (M = 2.38, SD = 1.27).  
A 2 (Defender, No Defender) x 2 (Role: Bully, Victim) split-plot ANOVA for liking 
produced only a significant interaction between role (bully and victim) and the presence of a 
defender, F(1, 207) = 18.44, p < .001. When there was a defender, bullies were rated as less liked 
(M = 2.83, SD = 1.13) than when there was no defender (M = 3.35, SD = 1.22), and victims were 
rated as better liked (M = 3.15, SD = 1.06) than when there was no defender (M = 2.60, SD = 
1.00). 
3.1.2 Gender  
Bullies were 66% male, victims were 57% male, and defenders were 46% male (see Table 2). 
Participants were 53% male. There were no gender of participant differences in status variables 




(bully, victim, defender popularity and liking), the two victim outcome variables, or the two 
social outcome factors (see Table 3), so gender of the roles (i.e., bully, victim, defender gender) 
rather than gender of participant were used as control variables. Bullies, victims, and defenders 
were likely to be the same gender (see Table 4), and participants were more likely to report on 
bullies, victims, and defenders of their own gender.  
3.1.3 Grade  
Participants were divided into two age groups: late childhood (Grades 5 and 6; n = 98) and early 
adolescence (Grades 7 and 8; n = 122). A 2 (Grade) x 3 (Role: bully, victim, defender) split-plot 
ANOVA for popularity showed a main effect of role, F(1.66, 262.37) = 18.14, p < .001, such 
that defenders (Mdifference = .72, p < .001) and bullies (Mdifference = .55, p < .001) were significantly 
more popular than victims. There was no significant interaction between grade and role, F(1.65, 
216.62) = 1.68, p > .05.  
A 2 (Grade) x 3 (Role: bully, victim, defender) split-plot ANOVA for liking showed a 
main effect for role, F(1.54, 248.09) = 24.60, p < .001, such that defenders were significantly 
better liked than bullies (Mdifference = .76, p < .001) and victims (Mdifference = .55, p < .001). There 
was also a significant interaction between grade and role, F(1.56, 209.61) = 4.65, p = .02. Bullies 
were better liked in upper grades (Mearly adolescence = 3.03, SD = 1.10) than lower grades (Mlate 
childhood = 2.64, SD = 1.17), whereas victims (Mlate childhood = 3.29, SD = 1.00, Mearly adolescence = 
3.00, SD = 1.10) and defenders (Mlate childhood = 3.72, SD = .83, Mearly adolescence = 3.56, SD = .85) 
were better liked in lower than upper grades.  
3.1.4 Relationships between roles 




Bullies and victims were friends in 20% of cases, bullies and defenders were friends in 37% of 
cases, and victims and defenders were friends in 85% of cases. In other cases, the individuals 
were not friends or were enemies (see Table 5).  
3.1.5 Methods of bullying and defending and reasons for bullying 
The most commonly reported (72%) type of bullying was verbal (“said mean things about/made 
fun of the victim”); no other type of bullying was reported by more than 50% of respondents (see 
Table 6). Physical bullying (25%) and cyberbullying (11% and 10% for 2 items) were relatively 
uncommon. The most commonly reported reasons for bullying were “didn’t like the victim” 
(37%), “wanted to show off” (36%), “wanted to be popular” (33%), and “bullying was fun (32%) 
(see Table 7). In cases involving a defender, “telling the bully to stop” (87%) and “comforting 
the victim” (77%) were commonly reported methods of defending, but “getting help from an 
adult” (31%) was less commonly reported (see Table 8). In cases where was there was no 
defender, primary reasons given for non-defending were “kids don’t care about the victim” 
(47%), and “kids don’t think defending the victim is important (46%) (see Table 9).  
3.1.6 Outcomes of defending  
Bullies often continued to pick on victims “somewhat” (57%) or “a lot” (36%), even after 
defending, and defenders were picked on 50% of the time, though only 5% of defenders were 
picked on “a lot”. Few defenders suffered negative social consequences (12%, 11%, and 9% for 
losing friends, losing popularity, and losing his/her group, respectively); more defenders saw 
positive social outcomes (55% and 44% for making new friends and gaining popularity, 
respectively) (see Table 10).  
3.1.7 Correlations 




Correlation matrices for status variables and outcome variables can be found in Tables 11 and 
12, respectively. Most notably, correlations between popularity and liking for each role were 
quite strong (rs = .60-.63). The Positive Social Outcome and Negative Social Outcome 
composite variables were not significantly correlated (r = .04, p > .05).  
3.2 Principal Components Analysis 
A Principal Component Analysis with varimax rotation of the five social outcome items 
(gain/lose friends, gain/lose popularity, lose group) resulted in two factors with eigenvalues > 1, 
accounting for 72.0% of the variance. Positive items (gains friends, gain popularity) loaded on 
one factor, with loadings ranging from .91 to .92, and negative items (lose friends, lose 
popularity, lose group) loaded on the second factor, with loadings ranging from .76 to .84. 
3.3 Discrepant Status Pairs 
Polynomial Regression with Response Surface Analysis requires that at least 10% of cases 
involve non-equal variables in order to properly compare them (Shanock et al., 2010). For pairs 
of status variables that were compared in the main and exploratory analyses (bully/def pop, 
bully/vic pop, bully/def liking, bully/vic liking) the frequencies of discrepant status pairs (e.g., 
cases where defender popularity differed from bully popularity) were calculated (see Table 13). 
All four pairs well exceeded this threshold, with the frequency of discrepant pairs ranging from 
71% to 79%.  
3.4 Hypothesis Testing 
Polynomial regressions with RSA were run to test the main hypotheses. Grade and the gender of 
the two actors involved in the model (i.e. bully and defender gender) were used as control 
variables, and defender and bully status variables (popularity or liking) were predictor variables. 




In all cases, a significant a3 was expected. A significant a3 refers to the discrepancy between the 
two independent variables, or one IV (i.e., defender status) relative to the other IV (i.e., bully 
status).  
3.4.1 Retaliation against the defender 
The polynomial regression was significant, R2 = .13, p = .04 (see Table 14). Bully popularity was 
a significant positive predictor of retaliation (b = .11, p = .04), but defender popularity, the 
interaction term, and the polynomial terms were not significant predictors. There were no 
significant grade, bully gender, or defender gender effects. For the RSA, a significant negative a3 
was expected, which would indicate that as the defender’s popularity approached and surpassed 
the bully’s popularity, the bully was less likely to retaliate against the defender. This hypothesis 
was supported (b = .18, p < .05) (see Figure 5). No other surface test values were significant. 
Unexpectedly, the model with liking in place of popularity was also significant (see Appendix 
G). There were no individual predictors, but there was a curvilinear effect such that when the 
bully and the defender were equally liked, retaliation was more likely when they were both well-
liked or both not well-liked. 
3.4.2 Continued victimization 
The second regression was significant in Step 1, but non-significant overall (see Table 15). 
Defender gender was the only significant predictor in Step 1 (b = -.22, p = .02) and Step 2 (b = -
.23, p = .02), and indicated that continued victimization was more likely if defenders were male. 
Because the overall polynomial regression was non-significant, the RSA was not performed. The 
hypothesis that continued victimization is more likely if the bully is more popular than the 
defender was not supported. Running the analysis with liking in place of popularity did not 




produce a significant F-change, meaning liking did not add any predictive value beyond the 
control variables (see Appendix G).  
3.4.3 Positive social consequences 
The overall model significantly predicted positive social consequences (R2 = .26, p < .001) (see 
Table 16). Bully liking was a significant negative predictor (b  = -.17, p = .01); defender liking, 
the interaction term, and the polynomial terms were not significant predictors of positive social 
consequences. There was a significant negative grade effect in both Step 1 (b = -.18, p < .001) 
and Step 2 (b = -.13, p = .005), indicating that older children experienced fewer positive social 
outcomes for defending. For the RSA, a significant positive a3 was expected, which would 
indicate that as the defender’s liking approached and surpassed the bully’s liking, the defender 
would experience more positive social consequences; the findings support this expectation (b = 
.22, p = .045) (see Figure 6). However, this effect was primarily driven by the negative 
association between bully liking and positive social consequences: the contribution of bully 
liking (b = -.17) was more than three times that of defender liking (b = .05). In other words, the 
difference in liking between the defender and bully was a significant predictor, but the bully’s 
liking had a far greater role in predicting positive social outcomes than the defender’s liking. 
Bully liking was enough to predict positive social outcomes alone (a well-liked bully reduced 
positive social outcomes for the defender), but defender liking alone was not a significant 
predictor. No other surface test values were significant. Running the model with popularity in 
place of liking did not produce a significant F-change (see Appendix G).  
3.4.4 Negative social consequences 
The overall regression model significantly predicted negative social consequences, R2 = .19, p = 
.001 (see Table 17). Bully liking, defender liking, the interaction term, and the polynomial terms 




were not significant predictors of negative social consequences. There was a significant positive 
bully gender effect at Step 1 (b = .09, p = .02) and Step 2 (b = .09, p = .02). Gender for all 
bullying roles was coded as 1 = male, 2 = female; in this case, a positive bully gender effect 
indicates that defenders experienced more negative social consequences when the bully was 
female. There was also a significant negative grade effect at Step 2 only (b = -.04, p = .01), with 
older defenders experiencing fewer negative social consequences. For the RSA, a significant 
negative a3 was expected, which would mean that as the defender’s liking approached and 
surpassed the bully’s liking, the defender would experience fewer negative social consequences. 
This hypothesis was not supported (b = -.01, p > .05). Unexpectedly, a1 was significant and 
positive, suggesting that when the bully and defender were liked equally, higher levels of liking 
corresponded to more negative social consequences for the defender (b = .09, p = .05) (see 
Figure 7). In other words, defender liking plus bully liking positively predicted negative social 
outcomes. However, unlike with positive outcomes, this was not driven primarily by bully liking 
(neither bully nor defender liking were independent predictors); when the defender and bully 
were both well-liked, social consequences were worse for the defender. No other surface test 
values were significant. Running the model with popularity in place of liking did not produce a 
significant F-change (see Appendix G).  
3.4.5 Individual vs. Relative Status 
It was hypothesized that the discrepancy between the defender’s status and the bully’s status 
would predict outcomes above and beyond the independent contributions of either role. The 
results show mixed findings regarding this hypothesis. Defender status was not a significant 
predictor in any of the four analyses, but bully status was a significant predictor in two analyses. 
Relative status was a significant predictor in two of the three significant analyses. Additionally, a 




different status combination—defender status plus bully status—was a significant predictor for 
one analysis (negative social outcomes). Thus, additional information was gained by assessing 
the status of multiple roles over analyzing them independently, but in some instances, 
independent status variables (bully status) still had predictive power.  
3.5 Exploratory Analyses 
The hypotheses tested above concerned defender and bully status variables only. Given the 
sparsity of research on defending, exploratory polynomial regressions with RSA were also run to 
test the effects of victim-bully status differences on defender outcomes.  
3.5.1 Retaliation against the defender 
The victim-bully popularity model (see Table 15) was not significant. Retaliation against the 
defender was unrelated to the victim’s popularity. 
3.5.2 Continued victimization 
The victim-bully popularity model was significant (R2 = .13, p = .04) (see Table 15). Victim 
gender (b = -.21, p = .048), Grade (b = -.11, p = .03), and the victim popularity polynomial term 
(b = .09, p = .02) were significant predictors. The significant positive polynomial term means 
that continued victimization was more likely when the victim’s popularity was high or low, 
rather than moderate. The RSA showed no significant surface test values.  
3.5.3 Positive social consequences 
The victim-bully liking model was significant (R2 = .20, p = .001), but as with the bully-defender 
model, Grade (b = -.15, p = .001) was the largest predictor variable (see Table 16). No other 
predictor variables were significant. The RSA showed a significant positive a3, indicating that as 




victim liking approached and surpassed bully liking, the defender saw more positive social 
outcomes (see Figure 8).  
3.5.4 Negative social consequences 
The victim-bully liking model was significant (R2 = .16, p = .004) (see Table 16). Bully gender 
(b = .11, p = .01) and bully liking (b = .04, p = .03) were the only significant predictors, with 
defenders experiencing more negative social consequences when bullies were girls and bullies 
were better liked. The RSA showed a significant negative a3, indicating that as victim liking 




Little existing research has focused on characteristics of defenders that are likely to lead to better 
outcomes, but this is a topic with interesting theoretical and practical implications. The 
defender’s position in the social network—both in terms of popularity and liking—is likely to 
have an impact on defender and victim outcomes because bullying is a status-driven 
phenomenon occurring in social contexts (Andrews et al., 2016; Pellegrini & Long, 2002; 
Salmivalli, 2011). Given that bullying is a relationship problem involving multiple actors, 
however, the social context is likely to be important. This study was the first to examine relative 
status (defender status – bully status) as a predictor of defending outcomes. The analytic 
technique employed—polynomial regression with RSA—allowed for the status of the defender 
and the bully to be taken into account, both individually and in combination with one another.  
4.1 Popularity and Victimization Outcomes of Defending 




As expected, the relative popularity of defender and bully predicted retaliation against the 
defender. Defenders who were more popular than the bully were safer from retaliation. In power 
struggles between the bully and defender, the more popular (and therefore more socially 
dominant and influential) individual triumphed. It is possible that bullies must back down when 
challenged by more powerful defenders to avoid repercussions themselves. It is also possible that 
a bully’s supporters (assistants who actively help the bully, and reinforcers who provide positive 
feedback such as laughter; Salmivalli, 2011) no longer provide the social reinforcement that 
drives bullying when the ringleader is challenged by a stronger peer. Notably, the absolute 
popularity of the defender was not informative. Thus, bullying and defending should be viewed 
in the social context, looking at the relationships between the individuals involved instead of 
only individual characteristics. Huisting et al. (2014)—one of the first studies to examine 
outcomes after defending—stressed the importance of taking a social network perspective and 
looking at the relations between the children involved in bullying; the findings from the present 
study support the notion that bullying is a group process. The exploratory analysis using victim 
popularity in place of defender popularity was not significant, further lending credence to the 
idea that retaliation is a result of a power struggle between the bully and the defender.  
Unexpectedly, the defender-bully popularity model did not significantly predict 
continued victimization. Observational research has shown that when defenders intervene, 
individual instances of bullying stop two-thirds of the time (Hawkins, Pepler & Craig, 2001), but 
intervention research has not shown nearly the same level of success long-term. It is possible that 
many defenders confront the bully—making the bully back down temporarily—but do not do 
enough to completely stop future bullying. Even a defender who is more socially powerful than 
the bully may need to defend consistently to prevent long-term victimization. Also, outcomes 




may be dependent on the victim. Indeed, the exploratory analysis on victim and bully popularity 
was a significant predictor of continued victimization. However, the two strongest predictors in 
the model were victim gender and grade: female victims and older victims were less likely to 
experience continued victimization (when defended).  
We know that bullies, victims, and defenders tend to be the same gender, both from 
existing research (Pellegrini & Long, 2010; Rodkin & Berger, 2008) and from the descriptive 
findings of this study. This suggests that perhaps the way girls bully one another lends itself 
better to defending than the way boys do, perhaps due to lower levels of physical bullying among 
girls (e.g., Scheithauer, Hayer, Petermann & Jugert, 2006; Wang, Iannotti & Nansel, 2009). 
Indeed, more girls in our sample defended against relational bullying than boys (no significance 
tests were run due to the small sample size for each of the types of bullying). None of the 
popularity variables was a significant predictor. So, although the significant model suggests that 
victim popularity may be more important than defender popularity in determining continued 
victimization, it is not a strong finding, and more research is needed to examine the relationship 
between the actors’ popularity and victimization outcomes.  
These results partially support the hypothesis that popularity is related to victimization 
outcomes, although the positive findings relate primarily to retaliation against the defender and 
not to further victim victimization. Thus, defender popularity, or relative popularity, is not a 
safeguard against further victimization. Victim popularity, and victim-bully relative popularity, 
may be more protective for victims, but even then perhaps only for older victims and female 
victims. For younger victims and boys, other unmeasured factors may play a larger role.  
Supplementary tests for liking showed that defender and bully liking also produced a 
significant model for retaliation against the defender (but not for continued victimization). 




Neither bully nor defender liking was a significant individual predictor, but there was a 
curvilinear trend such that when the bully and defender were both well-liked or both not well-
liked, there was less retaliation. This suggests that liking may also play a role in predicting 
victimization outcomes, but is no better than popularity in this case. Future work should aim to 
include both popularity and liking to determine if a combination of status dimensions could 
better predict victimization outcomes after defending, as well as the mechanisms by which each 
status element serves its protective function (e.g., dominance; solidarity among friends). 
4.2 Liking and Social Outcomes of Defending  
It was expected that social relationship outcomes would be predicted by the relative liking of the 
defender and bully; in other words, peers would side with whomever of the bully or defender 
was better liked within the classroom. This was supported in the results on positive outcomes, 
but the finding was primarily driven by bully liking: defenders experienced fewer positive social 
outcomes when the bully was well-liked, and more positive social outcomes when the bully was 
not well-liked. Well-liked bullies are somewhat counterintuitive; why would someone who is 
known to pick on others be well-liked? De Bruyn et al. (2010) found that disliked popular 
individuals were named as bullies more often than well-liked popular individuals. They posited 
that this might not be because well-liked individuals actually bully less, but because they bully 
differently (i.e., in more socially acceptable ways). They also suggest that well-liked bullies are 
judged less negatively within the peer group. Similarly, Vaillancourt and Hymel (2006) found 
that bullies who possessed socially desirable traits (e.g., who were attractive or funny) were 
viewed less negatively than bullies who did not. Finally, it is possible that well-liked bullies, who 
are likely to be socially skilled bi-strategic controllers (Hawley, 2003), choose their victims 
strategically, targeting low-status outsiders who the class does not care about. Indeed, 50% of 




bullies who were well-liked (4 or 5 liking rating) picked on a victim who was not well-liked (1 or 
2 liking rating). If a well-liked bully chooses disliked targets, possesses a number of socially 
desirable traits, is socially skilled, and can get away with aggressive behaviour, it makes sense 
that peers would not reward a defender who opposes the well-liked bully. The exploratory 
victim-bully liking model was also significant, and the RSA showed that as with the defender 
model, victim liking relative to bully liking predicted more positive social outcomes for the 
defender.  
 The defender-bully liking model for negative social outcomes was significant, but 
relative liking did not predict negative social outcomes in the RSA. Instead, when the defender 
and the bully were equally liked, there were more negative outcomes for the defender when the 
defender and bully were well-liked than when they were not well-liked. However, this finding 
was not driven solely by bully liking; defender liking (although a non-significant individual 
predictor) led to more negative social outcomes. It is surprising that the defender’s liking 
positively predicted negative outcomes in this manner; it is possible that defender liking is not a 
buffer against negative social outcomes, and that less-liked defenders simply have less to lose 
than well-liked defenders, leading to fewer social losses. The exploratory victim-bully liking 
model showed the results that were expected from the defender-bully model: higher victim liking 
relative to the bully’s liking predicted fewer negative relationship consequences for the defender.  
Grade effects suggest that older defenders experienced fewer positive social 
consequences (in both defender-bully and victim-bully models) and fewer negative consequences 
(in defender-bully model only) than younger defenders, though the latter effect was quite small 
(b = -.04, p = .01). Descriptive results show that older bullies were rated as better-liked than 
younger bullies, which could explain why there were fewer positive outcomes for defenders. 




This age finding is important, as most previous work on outcomes of defending focus on middle 
(Huitsing et al., 2014) or late (van der Ploeg et al., 2017) childhood; Meter and Card (2015) is 
the only study, to my knowledge, to use a sample of early adolescents. This significant grade 
effect could explain why van der Ploeg et al. (2017) found more positive social outcomes for 
defenders (in a younger age group), while Meter and Card (2015) found more negative social 
outcomes (in an older age group). Furthermore, Swearer and Cary (2003) found that acceptance 
of bullying increased as children progressed through middle school (from Grades 6 to 8), and 
LaFontana and Cillessen (2010) showed that early adolescents prioritized popularity over 
friendships and prosocial behaviour. Changes in attitudes towards bullying, as well as greater 
overall prioritization of popularity over prosociality, could explain why older bullies are better 
liked, and why older defenders see fewer positive social outcomes after defending.  
The bully gender effect suggests that the defenders experience more negative social 
consequences when the bully is female (shown in both analyses). A meta-analysis by Card, 
Stucky, Sawalani, and Little (2008) showed no gender difference in levels of relational 
aggression among boys and girls. However, population-wide rates of aggression are not the same 
as rates for bullies only. Although there was little difference in the number of male and female 
bullies who engaged in relational bullying in our sample (i.e., excluding the victim from the 
group, leaving the victim out of activities, spreading rumours about the victim), because there 
were more male bullies than female bullies, the rate of using those methods of bullying were 
significantly higher for female bullies than for male bullies. Therefore, an individual female 
bully was more likely to use relationally aggressive tactics than a male bully. Because negative 
social outcomes such as losing friends or popularity can arise from relationally aggressive tactics 




such as exclusion from groups, it follows that defending against a female bully is more likely to 
lead to negative social outcomes than defending against a male bully.  
These findings support the hypothesis that liking is related to social outcomes for 
defenders. It was expected that negative social outcomes would show opposite findings to 
positive social outcomes, but this association was not found. In fact, negative social outcomes 
were not significantly correlated with positive outcomes at all. This suggests that negative and 
positive social outcomes may be products of two separate mechanisms. In their work on children 
with developmental disabilities, Siperstein et al. (1996) found that peer acceptance and peer 
rejection were distinctly different processes. Peer acceptance was dependent on the quantity of 
social interactions an individual had, as well as peer perceptions of positive behaviour 
(reputation of prosociality, rather than observed prosocial behaviours). Peer rejection was 
dependent on the quality of social interactions, peer perceptions of negative behaviour, and 
actual observed positive and negative behaviours. This is another potential explanation for the 
disparate findings in van der Ploeg et al. (2017) and Meter and Card (2015) on social outcomes 
for defenders: it is possible that positive and negative outcomes are simply fundamentally 
different forms of social consequences.  
Additionally, supplementary models using popularity to predict social outcomes showed 
no significant results. This further supports the idea that popularity and liking are distinct social 
constructs: liking, but not popularity, predicted positive and negative social outcomes for the 
defender. Future work should aim to better understand the influence of each dimension of status 
on outcomes after defending. 
 
 





The present study had several limitations, many due to the low participation rates that forced us 
to change materials. First, the identities of the bullies, victims, or defenders were not known. 
Having this information would have enabled assessment of the consistency of reports from 
multiple informants regarding the same bully-victim-defender triads. Second, the study was not 
longitudinal. A longitudinal design would have permitted tracking of outcomes for each triad, 
rather than relying on participants’ observation and recollection of the events. Third, the 
questionnaire used was created for this study. Although defending outcomes loaded coherently 
on two factors, validation against previously used materials would have been desirable. Fourth, 
the scales used to measure the victimization outcomes were ordinal, rather than interval. As such, 
treating an ordinal variable as interval data could have led to biased parameter estimates. 
Although non-linear relationships were not expected, the three-item scale made it more difficult 
to show curvilinear effects.   
Finally, although the analytic strategy used in this study (polynomial regression with 
RSA) was able to provide more information regarding combinations of variables than traditional 
hierarchical linear regressions, it was not feasible to analyze the contribution of all three roles in 
one model. A different technique that could assess all three roles at once (or both types of status 
at once) with the same level of depth as the polynomial regression would allow for even more 
specific analysis of the roles that each variable plays in bullying and defending outcomes, but 
there is no precedent for this type of analysis. Even the polynomial regression with RSA is rarely 
used in the social development literature; the methodology for these analyses came from work in 
the industrial/organizational and business literature (e.g., Edwards, 1994; Shanock et al., 2010). 
Although the polynomial regression with RSA did not show any curvilinear results, it still 




provided more information than a linear regression using a computed difference variable 
(defender status minus bully status) would have. The significant finding from the negative social 
outcome model (defender liking plus bully liking predicted outcomes) would not have been 
shown using a linear regression, with or without a difference score. A linear regression with a 
difference score also would not have allowed for both individual contributions and combined 
contributions to be tested in one model due to multicollinearity issues (including defender 
popularity, bully popularity, and defender minus bully popularity).  
4.4 Future Directions 
Results from the present study supported the hypothesis that looking at relative status and the 
relationship context of bullying and defending would be more informative than isolating 
individual roles, but suggests that perhaps defender status is not the best predictor of defending 
outcomes; bully status and victim status were both significant individual predictors in some 
models, whereas defender status was not. Still, combinations of roles provided information 
above and beyond any of the roles in isolation. This suggests that it is important to look at the 
relationship context of all three bullying roles, as the information provided by combinations of 
roles is greater than any role individually. Unfortunately, it is not feasible to analyze all three 
roles at once in the polynomial regression and RSA method. Future research should continue to 
explore alternative analytic procedures to properly capture the contributions of bullies, 
defenders, and bullies to outcomes of defending. 
The present study was an initial foray into examining social variables that predict 
defender and victim outcomes after defending. Future research should attempt to replicate the 
findings regarding status variables and outcomes using a longitudinal design. Such a design 
would allow researchers to track changes in the status of bullies, victims, and defenders over 




time (changes due to regular social circumstances, not necessarily bullying/defending outcomes). 
They would then be able to see if status changes affect defending propensities or outcomes; such 
findings would strongly support the hypothesis that relative status variables are important 
predictors of outcomes of defending. However, this would require participants to identify bullies, 
victims, and defenders. Although this has been done in the past, especially in European countries 
(e.g., Salmivalli et al., 2011), it can be difficult to convince children to participate. After 
reviewing the list of participants, one principal told us that most of the bullies were not 
participating in the study. Bullies may not want to be involved in a study in which they will be 
identified as a bully unless great effort is made to assure them that no punishments will be 
forthcoming.  
 Future work should also tease apart the role of popularity and liking in different outcomes 
of defending. The defender-bully models and victim-bully models were both fairly good 
predictors of outcomes after defending, but they were not always consistent with one another. 
Defender-bully popularity predicted retaliation but not continued victimization, and victim-bully 
popularity predicted continued victimization but not retaliation. It seems plausible that an 
individual’s power relative to the bully is protective against victimization towards that 
individual, but not towards others. De Bruyn et al. (2010) found that popularity was protective 
against victimization, but that this effect was moderated by social acceptance. It is also worth 
noting that victim popularity (relative to the bully’s) was only protective after the victim was 
defended in the present study; victim popularity alone was not enough, otherwise the 
victimization would have stopped before a defender was needed. Future research should 
investigate whether there is a moderating effect of defender popularity on continued 
victimization, such that defender popularity alone does not prevent continued victimization, but 




enhances the protective power of victim popularity (and similarly for victim popularity and 
retaliation).  
 Additionally, gender and grade were significant in a number of the models; some of these 
findings have plausible theoretical explanations, but more work should be done in the future to 
assess how these factors affect outcomes for defenders and victims. If certain types of children 
and adolescents are better defenders, are more easily defended, or are easier to defend against, 
more targeted bystander intervention anti-bullying strategies could be successful. Garandeau, 
Poskiparta, and Salmivalli (2014) compared two other anti-bullying methods on children and 
early adolescents. They found that the Confronting Approach, where an adult tells the bully 
directly that his or her behaviour must stop, was more effective in the older age group (Grades 7-
9), whereas the Non-Confronting Approach, where an adult discusses with the bully his or her 
concerns with the victim and possible non-aggressive resolutions, was more effective in the 
younger age group (Grades 1-6). Thus, a more direct approach might work better with early 
adolescent bullies, and could provide an alternative to bystander intervention, which becomes 
increasingly risky with age.  
 Finally, the results of this study suggest that we ought to continue to view bullying and 
defending within the relationship context, taking into account all three individuals. Just as the 
analytic techniques in this study were borrowed from other academic subdisciplines, future 
researchers should investigate other statistical procedures that will allow for a more holistic 
analysis of bullies, victims, and defenders within the peer group system. This could have been 
done using multiple regressions with all three roles (or the three possible difference scores) as 
predictor variables. However, using the three individual status variables (i.e., bully, victim, 
defender popularity) would not account for testing of the hypotheses regarding combinations of 




variables (e.g., discrepancy). Additionally, using the three difference scores would suffer from 
multicollinearity issues, and would not overcome the problems with difference scores. For 
example, difference scores mask the contribution of each item; in the present study, difference 
scores would not have shown that bully liking was the primary contributor (over defender liking) 
to the positive social outcome model. The polynomial regressions do not have the same 
limitations as difference scores, and provided more explanatory power than difference scores or 
individual scores could have.  
4.5 Practical Implications 
The results of this study showed mixed findings regarding outcomes for defenders and victims. 
Roughly 50% of defenders saw positive social outcomes “somewhat” or “a lot”; far fewer 
experienced negative social outcomes (see Table 9). Similarly, 50% of defenders experienced no 
retaliation, and some victims were left completely alone after being defended. Fewer negative 
social consequences were evident when the defender and the victim were both well-liked, and 
defenders may enjoy social benefits, especially at younger ages. Similarly, defending was more 
likely to be successful when the bully, victim, or defender was female.  
 In spite of these hopeful signs of defender effectiveness, the vast majority of victims 
continued to experience victimization “somewhat” or “a lot” after being defended, and many 
defenders experienced retaliatory victimization. Even the positive social benefits of defending 
seem to decrease with age, possibly because bullying became more tolerated. If in fact bullying 
is more normative in adolescence, it is more of a deviation from the norm to defend.  
Defending is a risky proposition; it seems that children’s fears of being the next target 
and suffering social losses for defending are valid to some extent. Because some defenders can 
safely and successfully defend, it would be ideal to determine the conditions under which this 




occurs. However, it does not seem feasible to isolate defending to the situations in which the 
risks are mitigated, so further research must be conducted to replicate the findings of this study 
and determine the contextual factors surrounding defending that lead to more positive results. 
High-status individuals seem to be able to defend better than low-status individuals, so it is 
possible that using the class status structure by encouraging high-status members to defend 
victimized peers could be beneficial. However, without more information on the outcomes of 
bullying, alternative anti-bullying strategies should be considered as well. One potential 
alternative is the Meaningful Roles program (Ellis, Volk, Gonzalez, & Embry, 2016), though it 
has not yet progressed beyond pilot trials. This program aims to provide alternative sources of 
status, and encourages prosocial rather than coercive routes to social power. Rather than focus 
efforts on reducing the harmful effects of bullying, Meaningful Roles partners bullies with 
prosocial, popular peers who model helpful behaviours, and provides a social reward system 
whereby peers publicly acknowledge prosocial behaviour. Providing alternative sources of status 
encourages bullies to seek out more prosocial status-gaining behaviours, effectively reducing the 
need to bully for individuals who prioritize popularity.  
Strategies that aim to change social reward mechanisms and school climate—such as 
Meaningful Roles—could be especially helpful for undefended, low-status victims. The least 
popular and least liked children are the most vulnerable to prolonged bullying, because they have 
few friends and advocates among peers. For these children, adults must be acutely aware of the 
bullying and willing to help. Programs that target the underlying reasons for bullying and foster a 
more inclusive and positive environment that provides bullies with prosocial mechanisms for 
status attainment may be more effective than promoting peer defending.  
 





Current anti-bullying programs encourage bystanders to intervene and defend their peers, but 
little research to date has assessed whether there are adverse consequences for doing so. The goal 
of the present study was to investigate the outcomes of defending to determine if defenders can 
safely and successfully defend victims of bullying, and whether the status (popularity and liking) 
of the bully, victim, and defender plays a role. This study was the first to use status variables to 
predict outcomes of defending, and the first to investigate outcomes from a relationship 
standpoint by considering multiple bullying roles. The present study also introduced polynomial 
regressions and RSA to the bullying literature as a way to assess both the individual and 
combined contributions of bully, victim, and defender status variables on outcomes of defending. 
Descriptive findings showed that few defenders suffered negative social consequences and many 
saw positive social outcomes, but many defenders were also victimized themselves, and 
defending was not always successful in deterring future bullying. Results also showed that 
although individual status variables (e.g., defender liking, bully popularity) were not themselves 
significant predictors of outcomes in many cases, the relationship between the status of two 
bullying roles often provided additional information. Future work in this area should build on 
this study by teasing apart the contributions of popularity and liking of bullies, victims, and 
defenders to outcomes of defending in longitudinal research, as well as by using more complex 
analytic procedures to analyze the contribution of all three roles at once. Until more is known 
about the consequences of victim defending, encouragement of bystander intervention may not 
be an ideal anti-bullying strategy. 
  





Table 1.Demographic Information 
Demographic Response Number Percent 





 5 22 28 22.7 
Grade 6 30 18 21.8 
 7 35 29 29.5 
 8 31 24 25.9 
 
 Boy 118 53.2 
Gender Girl 101 45.5 
 Other 3   1.4 
 
 White 156 71.2 
 Mixed 24 11.0 
 Aboriginal 11   5.0 
Ethnicity Other Asian 6   2.7 
 Black 1   0.5 
 East Asian 1   0.5 
 Other 20   9.1 
 
 Mother and Father 142 64.3 
 Mother 22 10.0 
 Mother and 
Stepfather 
15   6.8 
Living 
Arrangement 
Father 4   1.8 
 Father and 
Stepmother 
5   2.3 
 Other 33 14.9 
  




Table 2. Bully, Victim, and Defender Gender Distribution 
Role Boy Girl Other 
Bully Gender 66.2% 32.0% 1.8% 
Victim Gender 56.9% 40.7% 2.3% 
Defender Gender 45.6% 49.4% 5.1% 
 
 
Table 3. Descriptive Statistics: Variable Means, and Mean Difference by Participant 
Gender  
 Variable Mean 
and SD 
Participant Gender 
Variable Mean SD M (Male) SD M (Female) SD 
Bully Popularity 3.53a 1.21 3.45 1.29 3.64 1.10 
Victim Popularity 2.73a 1.28 2.66 1.29 2.82 2.14 
Defender Popularity 3.57a 1.07 3.60 1.10 3.51 1.04 
Bully Liking 3.01a 1.17 2.95 1.22 3.09 1.11 
Victim Liking 2.93a 1.08 2.85 1.06 3.09 1.07 
Defender Liking 3.61a   .89 3.64   .85 3.57   .94 
Did bully pick on victim 
again? 
2.29b   .59 2.28   .58 2.31   .62 
Did bully pick on 
defender? 
1.55b   .59 1.59   .58 1.50   .60 
Did defender lose 
popularity? 
1.11b   .34 1.16   .40 1.07   .25 




Did defender lose friends? 1.13b   .37 1.11   .35 1.15   .40 
Did defender lose group? 1.09b   .31 1.07   .29 1.11   .31 
Negative Social 
Outcomes 
1.12   .27 1.11   .30 1.12   .24 
Did defender gain 
popularity? 
1.48b   .58 1.49   .57 1.46   .60 
Did defender make new 
friends? 
1.66b   .67 1.69   .63 1.63   .71 
Positive Social Outcomes 1.56   .58 1.59   .55 1.53   .61 
Note. aRating scale: 1-5. bRating scale: 1-3.  
 
 
Table 4. Percent of Same-Gender pairs for Roles and Participant 
Role Bully Victim Defender 
Victim 79.6%   
Defender 69.3% 85.8%  
Participant 69.6% 79.0% 81.4% 
 
 
Table 5. Relationships Between Bullying Roles 
Roles Friends Not Friends Enemies 
Bully and Victim 20.1% 59.0% 20.1% 
Bully and Defender 36.5% 51.8% 10.9% 
Defender and Victim 84.9% 14.4% 0.7% 





Table 6. Frequency of  Reported Types of Bullying 
Type of Bullying Yes No 
Said Mean Things/Made Fun Of the Victim 71.7% 28.3% 
Called the Victim Mean/Hurtful Names 46.6% 53.4% 
Told Lies/Spread False Rumours About the Victim 34.2% 65.8% 
Left the Victim Out of Things on Purpose 27.4% 72.6% 
Ignored/Excluded the Victim from their Group 26.0% 74.0% 
Physically Bullied the Victim 25.1% 74.9% 
Threatened to Harm the Victim 21.9% 78.1% 
Sent Mean Notes at School 12.3% 87.7% 
Sent Hurtful Messages/Pictures by Cell or Online 10.5% 89.5% 
Said Mean Things in Online Group Chat 9.6% 90.4% 
 
  





Table 7. Frequency of Reported Reasons for Bullying 
Reason for Bullying Yes No 
Didn’t Like the Victim 37.3% 62.7% 
Wanted to Show Off 36.4% 63.6% 
Wanted to be Popular 33.2% 66.8% 
Bullying the Victim was Fun 31.8% 68.2% 
Thought Something was Wrong with the Victim 22.7% 77.3% 
Friends were Doing It 16.8% 83.2% 
Was Jealous of the Victim 15.9% 84.1% 
Wanted to Control Other Kids in the Class 14.5% 85.5% 
Wanted to Control the Victim 13.6% 86.4% 
Retaliation for Something the Victim Did 11.4% 88.6% 
Wanted Something the Victim Had 5.5% 94.5% 
 
  





Table 8. Frequency of Reported Types of Defending 
Type of Defending Yes No 
Did the Defender Tell the Bully to Stop? 86.7% 13.3% 
Did the Defender Comfort the Victim? 76.8% 23.2% 
Did the Defender get Help from an Adult? 30.5% 69.5% 
 
 
Table 9. Frequency of Reported Reasons for Non-Defending 
Reason for Non-Defending Yes No 
Kids don’t Care About the Victim 46.8% 53.2% 
Kids don’t Think Defending the Victim is Important 45.6% 54.4% 
Kids are Afraid of Losing Friends 31.6% 68.4% 
The Bully is Very Powerful 30.4% 69.6% 
Kids are Afraid of Losing Popularity 30.4% 69.6% 
Kids are Afraid of being Kicked out of their Group 25.3% 74.7% 














Table 10. Frequency of Reported Outcomes of Defending 
Outcome of Defending Not At All Somewhat Totally/A Lot 
Did the Bully Ever Pick on the Victim Again? 7.2% 56.6% 36.1% 
Did the Bully Ever Pick on the Defender? 50.0% 45.1% 4.9% 
Did the Defender Lose Friends?a 88.4% 10.4% 1.2% 
Did the Defender Make New Friends?b 44.5% 43.9% 11.0% 
Did the Defender Lose Popularity?a 89.2% 10.2% 0.6% 
Did the Defender Become More Popular?b 56.0% 39.2% 4.2% 
Did the Defender Lose their Group?a 91.0% 7.8% 0.6% 
Note. a denotes an item in the “Negative Social Outcomes” factor; b denotes an item in the 
“Positive Social Outcomes” factor. 
 
 
Table 11. Correlation Matrix for Popularity and Liking 
Status Variable 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 
1. Bully Popularity              
2. Victim Popularity -.16      
3. Defender Popularity -.02 .17**     
4. Bully Liking .60** -.13 -.06    
5. Victim Liking -.17* .63** .29** -.23**   
6. Defender Liking -.11 .25** .62** -.04 .45**  
Note. *p < 0.5; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 
 




Table 12. Correlation Matrix for Outcomes of Defending  
Outcome Variable 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 
1. Cont. Victimization        
2. Retaliation .32**       
3. Lose Friends -.21* -.01      
4. New Friends .07 -.001 .11     
5. Lose Populartiy -.04 .07 .27** -.03    
6. Gain Popularity .06 .09 .06 .72** -.14   
7. Lose Group -.14 -.01 .39** .11 .02 .12  
 Note. *p < 0.5; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 
 
 
Table 13. Frequency of Equal and Discrepant Cases for Status Pairs 
Status Pair Equal Discrepant 
Bully/Victim Popularity 45 170 
Bully/Defender Popularity 46 115 
Bully/Victim Liking 47 170 
Bully/Defender Liking 37 128 
Note. “Equal” refers to an individual pair (e.g., a bully/victim pair reported by one participant) 
with the same popularity or liking score (e.g., both have a popularity score of 3). “Discrepant” 
refers to an individual pair with differing popularity or liking scores.  
  





Table 14. How Bully and Defender Popularity Predict Victimization Outcomes of 
Defending 
 Retaliation Against Def. Continued Victimization  
Predictor ΔR2 b (SE) ΔR2 b (SE) 
Step 1 .04  .07*  
Constant  2.19 (.38)  3.17 (.36) 
Bully Gender  .08 (.11)  -.08 (.10) 
Defender Gender  -.17 (.10)  -.22 (.09)* 
Grade  -.07 (.05)  -.06 (.05) 
Step 2 .09*  .02  
Constant  2.47 (.40)  3.23 (.39) 
Bully Gender  .11 (.11)  -.07 (.11) 
Defender Gender  -.19 (.10)  -.23 (.10)* 
Grade  -.10 (.05)  -.07 (.05) 
Defender Popularity  -.07 (.06)  .03 (.06) 
Bully Popularity  .11 (.05)*  .05 (.05) 
Defender Popularity2  -.04 (.04)  -.04 (.04) 
Bully Pop x Defender Pop  -.04 (.04)  -.03 (.04) 
Bully Popularity2  -.05 (.04)  .00 (.04) 
R2 (overall model) .13*  .09  
F (overall model) 2.08  1.37  
Dfs 8, 115  8, 117  
Surface Tests     
a1  .04 (.08)   
a2  -.13 (.07)   
a3  -.18 (.07)*   
a4  -.04 (.06)   
Note. b = unstandardized regression coefficients; detailed descriptions of a1-a4 can be found in 
the Methods section; RSA was not conducted for Continued Victimization. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 





Table 15. How Bully and Defender Liking Predict Social Consequences of Defending 
 Pos. Social Consequences Neg. Social Consequences 
Predictor ΔR2 b (SE) ΔR2 b (SE) 
Step 1 .11**  .07*  
Constant  2.57 (.35)   1.08 (.12) 
Bully Gender  .07 (.10)  .09 (.04)* 
Defender Gender  .04 (.09)  .02 (.03) 
Grade  -.18 (.05)***  -.02 (.02) 
Step 2 .15***  .12**  
Constant  2.13 (.35)  1.26 (.13) 
Bully Gender  .01 (.10)  .09 (.04)* 
Defender Gender  .06 (.09)  .01 (.03) 
Grade  -.13 (.05)**  -.04 (.02)* 
Defender Liking  .05 (.10)  .05 (.04) 
Bully Liking  -.17 (.06)*  .04 (.02) 
Defender Liking2  .12 (.06)  -.04 (.02) 
Bully Liking x Defender 
Liking 
 .05 (.06)  .02 (.02) 
Bully Liking2  .01 (.04)  -.01 (.01) 
R2 (overall model) .26***  .19**  
F (overall model) 5.38  3.56  
Dfs 8, 120  8, 121  
Surface Tests     
a1  -.11 (.12)  .09 (.04)* 
a2  .17 (.09)  -.02 (.03) 
a3  .22 (.11)*  .01 (.04) 
a4  .07 (.10)  -.06 (.04) 
Note. b = unstandardized regression coefficients; detailed descriptions of a1-a4 can be found in 
the Methods section. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 





Table 16. How Bully and Victim Popularity Predict Victimization Outcomes of 
Defending 
 Retaliation Against 
Defender 
Continued Victimization  
Predictor ΔR2 b (SE) ΔR2 b (SE) 
Step 1 .03  .07*  
Constant    3.27 (.35) 
Victim Gender    -.20 (.11) 
Bully Gender    -.07 (.11) 
Grade    -.09 (.05) 
Step 2 .05  .06  
Constant    3.28 (.35) 
Victim Gender       -.21 (.11)* 
Bully Gender    -.06 (.11) 
Grade     -.11 (.05)* 
Victim Popularity    .04 (.05) 
Bully Popularity    .06 (.04) 
Victim Popularity2    .09 (.04)* 
Bully Pop x Victim Pop    .02 (.03) 
Bully Popularity2    -.02 (.04) 
R2 (overall model) .07  .13*  
F (overall model) 1.17  2.16  
Dfs 8, 119  8, 121  
Surface Tests     
a1    .01 (.07) 
a2    .09 (.05) 
a3    -.02 (.06) 
a4    .05 (.07) 
Note. b = unstandardized regression coefficients; detailed descriptions of a1-a4 can be found in 
the Methods section. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 





Table 17. How Bully and Victim Liking Predict Social Consequences of Defending  
 Pos. Social Consequences Neg. Social Consequences 
Predictor ΔR2 b (SE) ΔR2 b (SE) 
Step 1 .13**  .07*  
Constant  2.52 (.33)   1.00 (.12) 
Victim Gender  .11 (.10)  .03 (.04) 
Bully Gender  .03 (.11)  .09* (.04) 
Grade  -.17 (.04)***  -.02 (.02) 
Step 2 .07  .09*  
Constant  2.32 (.33)  1.05 (.12) 
Victim Gender  .02 (.10)  .03 (.04) 
Bully Gender  .02 (.11)  .11 (.04)* 
Grade  -.15 (.05)**  -.02 (.02) 
Victim Liking  .05 (.05)  -.03 (.02) 
Bully Liking  -.08 (.05)  .04 (.02)* 
Victim Liking2  .06 (.04)  .02 (.01) 
Bully Liking x Victim Liking  -.03 (.04)  -.003 (.02) 
Bully Liking2  .02 (.04)  -.004 (.01) 
R2 (overall model) .20**  .16**  
F (overall model) 3.72  3.00  
Dfs 8, 122  8, 123  
Surface Tests     
a1  -.02 (.07)  .01 (.03) 
a2  .05 (.07)  .01 (.03) 
a3  .13 (.06)*   -.07 (.02)** 
a4  .11 (.06)  .01 (.02) 
Note. b = unstandardized regression coefficients; detailed descriptions of a1-a4 can be found in 
the Methods section. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
  








Figure 1. Hypothetical surface plot with significant a1 viewed along the line of agreement 
(dotted line). 
  







Figure 2. Hypothetical surface plot with significant a2 viewed along the line of agreement 
(dotted line). 
  






Figure 3. Hypothetical surface plot with significant a3 viewed along the line of discrepancy 
(solid line). 
  






Figure 4. Hypothetical surface plot with significant a4 viewed along the line of discrepancy 
(solid line). 
  





Figure 5. Predicting Retaliation for Defenders from Bully and Defender Popularity 
 
 















Figure 7. Predicting Negative Social Outcomes for Defenders from Bully and Defender 
Liking 
  






Figure 8. Predicting Positive Social Outcomes for Defenders from Bully and Victim Liking 
  






Figure 9. Predicting Negative Social Outcomes for Defenders from Bully and Victim Liking 
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Appendix A: Non-Medical Research Ethics Board Ethics Approval 
 




Appendix B: Parent Letter of Information and Consent  
 
Project Title: Understanding the Role of Peer Relationships in Bullying 
 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Lynne Zarbatany, Ph.D, Psychology  
      (519) 661-3664; lynnez@uwo.ca 
  
Additional Research Staff Mr. Kunio Hessel, MSc student, Psychology 
      khessel@uwo.ca  
  
Dear Parent or Guardian, 
 
Bullying sometimes happens at school and creates serious problems for students who are 
targeted. Although researchers have tried to understand causes of bullying, many questions 
remain. We especially lack information about how bullying is influenced by relationships among 
children. For example, we don’t yet know how often bullying occurs among friends, why 
children stick up for some bullied kids but not others, and what social consequences occur when 
children defend peers from bulling. We are inviting your child to participate in a study on how 
friendship, popularity, and peer group membership affect decisions to bully and defend others 
from bullying over a school year. This study will involve about 500 children study in Grades 5, 
6, 7, and Grade 8 from several schools. Gaining the children’s perspective is invaluable because 
children understand the social dynamics of their peer groups very well, and often see things that 
adults miss. The children’s responses will help us better understand social factors involved in 
bullying and provide guidance about relationship issues that should be considered when trying to 
reduce bullying in schools. 
 
If your child participates in this study, we will him or her to fill out questionnaires three times 
over the school year—October or November, January or February, and May or June. This will 
happen in class, and take about 30 to 40 minutes each time. Questions will ask about who your 
child’s friends are at school, and who is in your child’s peer group and other groups of children 
at school. We’ll also ask which kids in your child’s class (only those participating in the study) 
help and hurt others, which kids are shy, which are popular, which are picked on, and which kids 
your child  likes to be with or doesn’t care to be with at school. We’ll ask which kids bully other 
kids in the class, and questions about the bullying like who is bullied, how they are bullied, why 
they are bullied, and who sticks up for the bullied kids. Each child will be given a privacy screen 
so that no one else can see his or her answers. If your child participates in the study, classmates 
may identify your child as shy, popular, helpful, bully, and so on, but we will NOT reveal this 
information to anyone. 
 




There are no known or anticipated risks or discomforts associated with participating in this 
study. If for any reason your child becomes upset by completing the questionnaires, we will ask 
if he or she wishes to stop participating. If children want to tell someone about bullying that 
they’ve seen or experienced, we will encourage them to talk to their teacher or another trusted 
adult.  
 
Your child may not directly benefit from participating in this study, but information gathered 
may benefit society as a whole, by providing a better understanding of how relationships affect 
bullying and defending at school. We think this information will help us to better understand 
what makes bullying so hard to stop and what new strategies might work to stop it.   
 
All of the information children provide will be confidential. Only members of our research team 
will see their answers. Although children will know which classmates are participating in the 
study, we will identify class members using numbers and not names. Children’s numbers but not 
their names will be included on their questionnaires. All of the questionnaire information will be 
kept in a secure research lab for five years and then destroyed.  
 
Representatives of The University of Western Ontario Non-Medical Research Ethics Board may 
require access to your child’s study-related records to monitor the conduct of the research. 
Otherwise, all of your child’s responses will be kept confidential, and will not be shared with 
anyone outside the study unless required by law. While we will do our best to protect your 
child’s information, there is no guarantee that we will be able to do so. If data are collected 
during the project that may be required to report by law, we have a duty to report.  
 
Your child’s participation in this study is voluntary. Your child may decide not to be in this study 
and you may refuse his or her participation. Even if you consent to your child’s participation, he 
or she has the right to not answer individual questions or to stop participating at any time with no 
effect on his or her academic standing at school. If your child decides to stop participating, or 
you withdraw your consent, you have the right to ask us to destroy your child’s information. If 
you wish your child’s responses to be removed, please let us know. 
 
If your child participates in this study, he or she will receive a $10.00 gift certificate for (to be 
named in consultation with school principal).  
 
You do not waive any legal right by consenting to participate. If you have any questions about 
your rights as a research participant or the conduct of this study, you may contact The Office of 
Human Research Ethics, Western University, at (519) 661-3036, email: ethics@uwo.ca.  
 
If you have questions about this study, please contact Dr. Lynne Zarbatany, (519) 661-3664, or 
lynnez@uwo.ca  
 




This letter is yours to keep. 
 
      Sincerely, 
      Lynne Zarbatany, Ph.D 





Project Title: Understanding the Role of Peer Relationships in Bullying 
 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Lynne Zarbatany, Ph.D, Psychology  
          (519) 661-3664; lynnez@uwo.ca 
  
Additional Research Staff Mr. Kunio Hessel, MSc student, Psychology 
      khessel@uwo.ca  
 
I have read the Letter of Information, have had the nature of the study explained to me,  
 
and I PERMIT _____________________________ (print child’s name) to participate. All  
 
questions have been answered to my satisfaction. 
 
___________________________________   















Month    Year 
 
 




If you would like a summary of the findings of this study, please provide a permanent email 
address (preferably) or mailing address below. Please note that there may be a delay of up to two 
years before the information is fully processed and the summary is available. 
 
 
Email address:    ________________________________________________ 
 
 
Mailing address: ________________________________________________ 
 
          _________________________________________________ 
 
          _________________________________________________ 
 
  




Appendix C: Child Letter of Information and Assent 
 
Project Title: Understanding the Role of Peer Relationships in Bullying 
 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Lynne Zarbatany, Ph.D, Psychology  
      (519) 661-3664; lynnez@uwo.ca 
  
Why are we here? 
 
Dr. Zarbatany is a researcher from Western University, and who studies children’s relationships 
with their friends and peer groups. She is inviting you to participate in a study on bullying. Other 
researchers will work with Dr. Zarbatany on this study. 
 
Why are we doing this study? 
 
Bully sometimes happens at school and is a problem for kids who are bullied. We are trying to 
understand more about why bullying happens, and why kids do or don’t stick up for bullied kids. 
This study is about how friendship, popularity, and peer groups affect decisions to bully and 
defend others.  
 
What will happen to you? 
 
If you participate in this study, we will ask you to fill out some questionnaires at three different 
times over the school year. This will happen in class, and take about 30 to 40 minutes each time. 
Questions will ask about who your friends are at school, and who is in your group and other 
groups at school. We’ll also ask which kids in your class (only those participating in the study) 
help and hurt others, which kids are shy, which are popular, which are picked on, and which kids 
you like to be with or don’t care to be with at school. We’ll also ask which kids bully other kids 
in the class, and questions about the bullying like who is bullied, how they are bullied, why they 
are bullied, and who sticks up for the bullied kids. We will give you a privacy screen so no one 
else can see what you write.  
 
If you participate, other kids will be able to write your name down for these things, but we won’t 
show anyone what they write. Only members of our research group will see your answers, and 
we will ask you to put your number, not your name on your questionnaires.  
 
Will there be any tests? 
 
There will not be any tests or marks on your report card for this study. There are no right or 
wrong answer for any of our questions. 





Will the study help you? 
 
This study will not help you directly, but in the future, it might help kids who are bullied.  
 
Do you have to be in the study? 
 
You don’t have to be in this study if you don’t want to. Even if you decide to participate, you 
don’t have to answer any questions you don’t want to, and you can change your mind and stop 
participating at any time. Just tell Dr. Zarbatany, the other researchers, or your parents. 
  
If you do participate in this study, you will receive a $10.00 gift certificate for (to be named in 
consultation with school principal).  
 
What if you have any questions? 
 
If you have any questions, you can ask them any time, now or later. You can ask your family, 
your teacher, or the researchers.  
 
This letter is yours to keep. 
 
       
Assent 
 
I want to participate in this study. 
 






Age __________________________________  
 
 
Name of Person Obtaining Assent____________________________________ 
 
 
Signature of Person Obtaining Assent____________________________________ 
  




Appendix D: Child Recruitment Script 
 
Hi Everyone, my name is (Name) and I’m a researcher (student) from Western University who 
studies kids’ relationships with their peers. I’m here today to ask if you’d be willing to 
participate in a study we’re doing this year on bullying. We’re interested in learning more about 
reasons kids bully and reasons kids stick up for kids who are bullied. We think that some of these 
reasons involve relationships, like friendship, popularity, and groups. We’re only asking kids in 
the older grades—Grades 5, 6, 7, 8—to participate because we think you’re pretty good 
observers, and we value your perspective on things that happen that adults might not see. What 
you tell us could help develop some important new ideas about how to stop bullying at school. 
If you participate in this study, we’ll ask you to fill out some questionnaires at three different 
times over the school year—October or November, January or February, and May or June. This 
will happen in class, and take about 30 to 40 minutes each time. Questions will ask about who 
your friends are and who is in your group and other groups at school. We’ll also ask which kids 
in your class--only those participating in the study--help and hurt others, which kids are shy, 
which are popular, which are picked on, and which kids you like to be with and don’t care to be 
with at school. We’ll also ask which kids bully other kids in the class, who is bullied, how they 
are bullied, why they are bullied, and who sticks up for the bullied kids, if anyone does. You’ll 
mostly be using numbers and not names for kids when filling out the questionnaires. We will 
give you a privacy screen so no one else can see what you write.  
All of the information you provide will be confidential. That is, only members of our research 
team will see your answers, and we will ask you to put your number, not your name on your 
questionnaires. We will keep all of the information you provide in a secure research lab at the 
university for five years, and then we’ll destroy it.  




BUT: If we find out that someone is being injured or in danger of being injured, we will have to 
report this to the school principal.  
You don’t have to participate in this study if you don’t want to. If you decide to participate and 
then change your mind, that’s ok, you can stop any time. If you don’t want to answer certain 
questions, that’s ok, you can skip them. If you decide to stop participating, and want us to 
destroy the information you gave us, just tell us. 
If you participated in this study, we’ll give you a $10.00 gift certificate for (to be named in 
consultation with school principal) at the end of the study.  
If you want to participate in the study, please take this letter home to your parent or guardian. 
They need to sign on the last page saying that it’s ok for you to participate. You also need to sign 
your own form saying you want to participate. If we don’t have two signatures for you, you 
won’t be able to be in the study. Keep the first pages of these letters at home, and bring back the 
last pages. Your teacher will collect the forms for us and we’ll come and pick them up very soon. 
 











Appendix E: Demographic Questionnaire 
Some Background Information About You (Demographic Questionnaire) 
 
Your Participant Number_______________ 
 
Sex (circle one):          Boy  Girl  Other 
 
Grade (circle one): 5 6 7 8 
 
Ethnicity (circle one) 
Aboriginal (First Nation) 
Arab 
Caribbean or African Black 
East Asian 





Who Do You Live With? (circle one) 
Mother and Father 
Mother Only 
Father Only 
Mother and Stepfather 














Appendix F: Classroom Bullying Relationship Reports 
 
Understanding the Role of Peer Relationships in Bullying 
 
Your Participant Number_____________________ 
 
These questions will tell us about bullying in your classroom. Just to be clear, this is what 
bullying means. We say a student is being bullied  when another student, or several other 
students (1) say mean and hurtful things or make fun of the person, or call him or her mean and 
hurtful names, OR (2) completely ignore or exclude the person from their group of friends, OR 
(3) leave the person out of things on purpose, OR (4) hit, kick, push, shove around, or lock the 
person inside a room, OR (5) tell lies or spread false rumours about the person, OR (6) send 
mean notes and try to make other students dislike the person, OR other hurtful things like that. 
The bullying could happen in person OR online. When we talk about bullying, these things may 
happen repeatedly, and it is difficult for the student being bullied to defend themselves. We also 
call it bullying when a student is TEASED repeatedly in a mean and hurtful way. But we DON’T 
call it bullying when the TEASING is done in a friendly and playful way. Also, it is NOT 
bullying when two students of about the same strength or power argue or fight OR when it only 
happens once. 
Now, please think about ONE bullying relationship IN YOUR CLASS. You can be a part 
of this relationship or not. Have you seen someone in the class bully another kid more than 
once? If yes, think about this bully and this victim when you answer the following all of the 
questions below.  
1. The Bully is a  Boy Girl Other 
2. The Victim is a  Boy Girl Other 
 
 
3. How does the bully harm the 
victim? 
(use numbers from List 1) 
 
 
4. Why does the bully harm the 
victim? 








5. The victim is the bully’s Friend Not a Friend Enemy 
 
 
9. Does anyone Stick Up For or Defend this Victim?  YES NO 
 
 
10. If NO ONE defends this 
victim, why not? (use 
numbers from List 3) 
 
 
IF SOMEONE DEFENDS THIS VICTIM, PLEASE ANSWER THE NEXT QUESTIONS 
11. The defender is a Boy Girl Other 
 
How does the defender help? 
12. Tells the bully to stop. YES NO 
13. Gets help from an adult. YES NO 
14. Comforts the victim YES NO 
 





16. The defender is the bully’s Friend Not a Friend Enemy 
17. The Defender is the Victim’s Friend Not a Friend Enemy 
 
18. Is the Defender in the Bully’s group? YES NO 
19. Is the Defender in the Victim’s group? YES NO 
YOUR relationship to the Bully, Victim and Defender 
6. Does the bully hang out with a group of kids?   YES NO 
7. Is the victim in the bully’s group?   YES NO 
8. Does the victim hang out with a group of kids? YES NO 

















23. The bully is in my group YES NO I am the bully 
24. The victim is in my group YES NO I am the victim 
25. The defender is in my group YES NO I am the defender 
 
In the class, how POPULAR is the 


































In the class, how much do kids LIKE the 

























What happened after Defending?  
32. Was the Defender able to get the bullying to stop? Not at All Somewhat Totally 




33. Did the Bully ever pick on the Victim again?   Not at All Somewhat A Lot 
34. Did the Bully ever pick on the Defender?   Not at All Somewhat A Lot 
35. Did the Defender Lose Friends for Defending? Not at All Somewhat A Lot 
36. Did the Defender Make New Friends after Defending? Not at All Somewhat A Lot 
37. Did the Defender Lose Popularity for defending? Not at All Somewhat A Lot 
38. Did the Defender Become More Popular after 
defending? 
Not at All Somewhat A Lot 
39. Did the Defender lose their group? Not at All Somewhat A Lot 
 
A bit more information about this bully  
 
40. How often does this bully try to keep 
certain people out of their group during 
activities or playtime? 
Never Sometimes Often 
41. How often does this bully get into fights? Never Sometimes Often 
42. How often does this bully tease others? Never Sometimes Often 
43. How often does this bully say mean things 
or spread rumors about other kids when he 
or she is mad at them? 
Never Sometimes Often 
44. How often does this bully pick on others? Never Sometimes Often 
 
  




Appendix G: Supplementary Polynomial Regression Models 
Model R2 R2 Change F Change 
Retaliation: Def and Bully Liking .14 .10   2.83* 
Continued Victimization: Def and Bully 
Liking 
.10 .03   .77 
Positive Social Outcomes: Def and Bully 
Popularity 
.18 .06 1.69 
Negative Social Outcomes: Def and Bully 
Popularity 
.10 .03   .85 
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